Anorexia in the terminally ill cancer patient: the emotional impact on the patient and the family.
Anorexia is a troublesome symptom, experienced by the majority of cancer patients. Loss of appetite in the terminally ill patient is seen as a certain sign of impending death and is a source of considerable anxiety. This study was designed to explore the ways in which terminally ill cancer patients and their primary caregivers view and respond to the patient's loss of appetite. Semi-structured interviews were conducted to elicit data. Findings suggest that loss of appetite is indeed a source of anxiety and conflict within the family, and that the amount of food and fluid taken is used as a barometer of the patient's overall condition. Findings also suggest that caregiver anxiety is more pronounced in the female than in the male because the patient's inability to eat impacts upon her customary role identity. The majority of patients viewed anorexia to be of less concern than other problems, and also voiced a preference to have their family members focus less energy on encouraging them to eat.